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When I think of where I want my studies to take me, through school and then on into my life, I
think of how I want to understand emotionally and cognitively how the experience of space has
impacted our understanding of ourselves. The space that I believe serves as a foundation for the
way we experience the world we live in is the home, where we learned of the world first. I will
focus my thesis on the design of the spaces we dwell in: the home.

Philosophers like Pierre Teillhard de
Chardin and Gaston Bachelard and
Architect Louis Kahn, have
referenced the spaces we dwell in,
and what it means to dwell in the
most ideal manner. In my mind this
is what it means to “dwell well”. As
a lifelong practice, I endeavor to
learn and continue to internalize the
psychology of space at home, how it
influences our behavior, and how it
can provide a safe place and

opportunity for us to better know
Above: Ricardo Bofill “La Fabrica” ourselves.

It feels as though people often conflate the idea of living well/dwelling well with “luxury.” I do
not believe dwelling well correlates to our financial capabilities—I have seen many homes of
very wealthy people that seem to present a violent absence of soul, of livability, or of a reflection
of the person that lives there. And when one can recognize this it suddenly feels as though you
are watching a movie with a poorly written script, and it is obvious that the actor is reading their
lines. It is deeply impersonal. The concept of dwelling, one could argue, is entirely separate from
the foundational structure of a home, as it does relate to a state of mind. But then I confuse
myself, because I want to argue it is the very structure of the home, the passages I inherited as a
child, that allowed me to take moments to myself, that allowed me to experience moments of
wonder, awe and healing, and that allowed me to dream and develop a closer relationship to
myself. Light, temperature, scent, color, texture, materiality, and so on, all played a role in the
space I was in, regardless of the actual programming of that space.

So perhaps it is more pointed to say that there is an undeniable duet between the physical space
and the way one inhabits it, though they are not the same thing. I believe that the job of a
designer involves offering some level of emotionally intuitive guidance, and to become a
research psychologist of sorts—aiming to understand precisely what brings



Rose Tarlow’s Home in Los Angeles Peter Zumthor House

forth opportunities for knowing more in one’s own life, and how space can inform this. I believe
the fusion of Architecture, Interior Architecture, Interior Design, and Psychology are all in
concert with one another in the space of a home. You can pick distinct designers that are aware of
how to live well and are astoundingly able to facilitate this understanding not just in their own
space, but in another’s as well. What separates these designers from others is that they exhibit a
radical mindfulness and integral understanding of their own experience of space as well as others
when they design. Some designers may not even refer to it as “design”, because even that word
could suggest a level of impersonal interaction that does not quite fit what is occurring.

It, to me, is the experience of safety in one form or another that allows our nervous system to
regulate enough to experience the world around us. But I will go further and assert that it is
comfort that will allow us to experience true presence. Violation in the home is the fastest way to
creating an unsafe environment where we are required to live in fight or flight as opposed to
present awareness. We are robbed of the ability to even breathe at a healthy pace, and the notion
of comfort seems superfluous and unattainable, rather than a necessity in the healthy experiences
we as humans crave. It is a robbery of epic proportion. Even in a scary home, the space to have
an opportunity for comfort can save you, and a space without it could ruin you. Such a pivotal
moment that it seems the human psyche can hinge on for survival is a space that [ want to
understand and expand upon. I want to understand what that space can be, how it saved us and
how to understand it enough to help others who may not have it, experience it through the design
of these spaces.

Below I have listed those that have deeply inspired me in both philosophy and practice in
addition to my own life experience:

Ricardo Bofill - Architect, La Fdbrica Peter Zumthor - Architect/Author of
Rose Tarlow - Antiquarian/Designer/Author Thinking Architecture

Pierre Teillhard de Chardin - Philosopher Louis Kahn - Architect

Gaston Bachelard - Philosopher/Author of The Louis Barragan - Casa Louis Barragan

Poetics of Space
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Julia McArthur
Thesis Abstract

In teasing out natural phenomena in the unbuilt environment, through admiring beauty,
and emphasizing the ordinary, meaningful moments can be brought about that can cause you to
be more present with yourself and the world we live in. It is important to qualify that these
spaces that encompass “ordinary” moments are not intended to be “idealized spaces,” but a
domain that reconciles the chaos from the peaceful and the stress from the calm that is ever
apparent in our daily lives. My thesis asks: Through critiquing the modernist condition of a
prescriptive ideal space, how can we better understand how simple matters of nature and the
ordinary in the personal domestic space invite moments that make us utterly present with
ourselves and therefore the world around us. In order to develop this thesis I will develop a
language to define what I am referring to as “encounters” and “non-encounters” in the domestic
space. These pertain to certain phenomena that occur in space surrounding ideas of embodiment,
framing, light, texture, spontaneity, and the senses. Using the lens of my childhood home, where
I experienced my first encounters, I will carve through projects of canonical architects,
determining which projects were successful at bringing about phenomenal encounters and why. |
will also study the inverse—which projects were unsuccessful and why. I will differentiate
between architects that deeply aligned with a prescriptive design manifesto, and those that
seemed to allow for spontaneity of spirit in their design. I will do this by researching and
mapping out select homes designed by Adolf Loos, Mies Van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, Peter
Eisenman, Ricardo Bofill and Frank Lloyd Wright. I will apply a form of redlining,

reconfiguration, and experimentation in drawing to further explore how breaking down this need



for control will ultimately yield the opportunity for a space that allows us to be more present—
that captivates us. I intend to make these interventions on plans, sections, elevations,
photographs, and models of their projects. After making these assertions, I will step back and
gather my findings through developing a new diagrammatic language to make the argument that
intervention domestically to create peace and give us the opportunity to gain a sense of self does
not come from a hunt for the ideal but from a mindset that allows for the spontaneity of that
moment to exist. It is through the understanding of control or lack thereof in space that we can
understand more broadly how we interact with ourselves and the world. Ultimately I will argue
that my childhood home, a tract home, was successful at bringing about these spatial encounters
despite the fact that it was not crafted by the hand of a canonical architect. Understanding the
poetry of space and its ability to captivate us through utterly normal, but highly memorable
moments is perhaps the beginning of a design manifesto. The manifesto, however, is not a rule
book. Rather it is a mindset that helps us as designers to step back and recall that the design
process does not start and finish with the controlled hand of the designer. The design process is

only completed with the full embodiment of the space by the dweller themselves.
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THROUGH CRITIQUING THE MODERNIST CONDITION OF A PRESCRIPTIVE
IDEAL SPACE, HOW CAN WE BETTER UNDERSTAND HOW SIMPLE
MATTERS OF NATURE AND THE ORDINARY IN THE PERSONAL DOMESTIC
SPACE INVITE MOMENTS THAT MAKE US UTTERLY PRESENT WITH
OURSELVES AND THEREFORE THE WORLD AROUND US?
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ENCOUNTER:

A COMPLETE EMBODIMENT OF SPACE THAT IS
SANCTUARY-LIKE, INSPIRES AWE, AND IN THIS
WAY COMMANDS UTTER PRESENCE; IT IS A
MEANINGFUL MEMORY.
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CORBUSIER: A HOUSE IS A MACHINE FOR LIVING IN

EISENMAN: THE ARCHITECTURE WE REMEMBER [S
THAT WHICH NEVER CONSOLES OR COMFORTS US.
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